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TRAINING YOUR STUDENTS in assessment can not only help lighten your grading load but also-and more importantly-equip students with a lifelong skill. As educators, our goal in grading is to reinforce teaching concepts by identifying students' strengths and weaknesses. Our hope is to improve future performance by providing specific feedback. If our students assumed the grading responsibility, would they still learn the material? Would they still get the necessary feedback to improve? Would their future performance be enhanced? I believe that yes is the answer to all of these questions. If you require students to create a Web site as a class project, please read on to learn what a rich assignment this can become when students are trained in assessment.
Most of our students are proficient at surfing the Web, but most have not had any formal training in what it takes to create a Web site that effectively communicates the desired message. The Web authoring tools currently available are so intuitive that it is easy for the novice to create flashy, often ineffective, Web sites. We have all seen these. However, if you adopt the three-step assessment plan presented in this article, you will see a much different product. Students become critical reviewers of the Web and of their own work. You are not only providing them with training in Web design but also reinforcing essential elements of the writing process: purpose, audience, content, and organization.
As educators, we can simply instruct students in proper Web design, or we can equip them with evaluation tools to help them assess the effectiveness of Web sites, their own and those of others. To this end, this article provides a concise guide of "standard practice" in the areas of readability, usability, and Web design by offering you a three-step assessment plan for students to use in the classroom.
To use this process in the classroom, ask students to complete the three steps before submitting their work for a grade. What you will find is that much of the learning about the writing process, the Web as a medium, and their own topic will take place as they complete these steps.
THREE-STEP ASSESSMENT PLAN
Step 1: Calculate Readability Evaluating readability is the first and easiest step in the assessment plan. In simple terms, readability means writing so that audience members can read and understand your message. It is important to let students know that the readability of a passage of text gives you only a rough idea of how well the audience will understand your message. Readability formulas merely measure the length of words and sentences while ignoring word choice and the overall meaning of a message. Consequently, readability results alone cannot provide a complete picture of the effectiveness of a Web page or any written document.
Two readability formulas are commonly used: Flesch Reading Ease and Flesch/Kincaid Grade Level. Both of these measures can be calculated using Microsoft Word.
To determine the readability of Web pages, instruct students to complete the following steps using Word 2003. Instructor tip. Remind students that the readability statistics generated by Microsoft Word do not score any passage of text higher than the 12th-grade level. Bovée, Thill, and Schatzman (2003) suggested writing at a 12th-to 14th-grade level for technical documents; for general business messages, however, writing should be aimed at the 8th-to 11th-grade level. Lesikar, Pettit, and Flatley (1999) wrote that "readability research tells us that the more words and the more relationships there are in a sentence the greater is the possibility for misunderstanding" (p. 39). If students receive readability statistics indicating a grade level of 10 or higher, suggest that they begin revising by checking sentence length and the difficulty of words. Where possible, students can shorten and simplify. Shorter sentences and simpler words are better understood by the average reader. Therefore, suggest to students that they revise and recalculate until they are satisfied that the writing is appropriate for the intended audience. Students may need some guidance on how to revise. Reviewing the readability topics in your text and providing written examples will be helpful.
Step 2: Test Usability
The second step in the assessment plan is to test the usability of the Web site. When both readability and usability guidelines are considered, students are able to more accurately assess whether a Web site will be perceived as effective by its users. Inform students that they have a special challenge when using the Web as a medium. Web designers, unlike writers, must be concerned not only with content but also with the users' background or previous experience with the Web as a communication medium. Usability and readability must be addressed when designing a readable and usable Web site (Zibell, 2000) .
Based on the research of Guenther (2003), Nielsen (2002) , and King (2003) , I recommend that students complete the following steps to determine the usability of their Web site. These can be applied to a Web site under construction or to the redesign of an existing Web site. Instruct students to complete the following steps for their own Web site.
1. Identify the purpose of the Web site and then the purpose of each page within the site. According to Nielsen's (2002) "Top Ten Web Design Mistakes of 2002," the number one mistake made by Web designers is an unclear statement of purpose. Ask students to further define their general purpose by defining several specific purposes.
Instructor tip. Offer an example to help students focus on the why (purpose) and the for whom (audience) of their Web site.
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Example 1: Assume you have assigned a redesign project where you have asked students to redesign your departmental Web site. The general purpose may be "to make the site more user-friendly." Several specific purposes for each Web page might be "to make the degree plan information easier to find and easier to print." Example 2: Assume you have assigned students to create a personal Web page introducing themselves to their classmates. The general purpose may be "to provide personal information to help my classmates become better acquainted with me." Several specific purposes for each Web page might be "to provide information about my hobbies and to offer a photo gallery."
2. Based on the purpose, derive a list of task questions. The questions should be specific, not open-ended.
Instructor tip. Remind students that they are creating task questions to help them decide whether users are able to find and use the information they have set out to share. The answers to the questions will help them to know if their site is usable.
Example 1: In the example of a department Web site redesign, a sample question might be, "Please find the degree requirements for the accounting technology associate degree program; print a print-friendly version of the degree plan." This question tests "easier to find" by testing the site navigation, link wording, and link placement. It also tests "easier to print" by testing the newly added print-friendly button and the button placement. Example 2: In the example of a personal Web page, a sample question might be, "Please find my senior picture and print it." This question tests the site navigation, site organization, link wording, link placement, and response time. Downloads should adhere to the 8-second rule (load time is approximately 8 seconds or less). This task also tests whether the images have been optimized properly.
3. Create a description of the test and specific instructions to be read to the users who will be testing your site (King, 2003) .
Instructor tip. Tell students that the instructions should describe what is expected of the users such as visiting the Web site and completing the survey and checklist. The instructions should not describe the purpose of the Web site or explain anything about the site or page layout. If their Web site is designed properly, these elements will be obvious.
Instructor tip. I recommend that you as the instructor select five students from the class or from another section of the same course. Allowing students to select their own users makes the evaluation too subjective, which minimizes the worth of the feedback. To ensure that students take their role of user seriously, allow students to earn points for both their roles: designer and user.
5. Arrange for a location to run the test. Members of the user group can be tested individually or at the same time, but they must work independently of one another.
Instructor tip. Arrange for students serving as users to complete their evaluation during class or at a scheduled time in the lab rather than as a homework assignment. By completing the evaluation at a designated place and time, the student designer has the opportunity to see the student evaluators' reactions to his or her Web site. The best way to see if the design works is to watch users as they attempt to perform tasks.
6. Observe but do not assist the users as they navigate your Web site. Take notes of how the users maneuver the site, whether they find the answers to your task questions, and how long it takes them to find the answers. recommended that you "observe what the users do, where they succeed, and where they have difficulties with the interface. Shut up and let the users do the talking" (p. 2). However, Nielsen (2001) also warned that listening only to what people say can be misleading, which is why observation is so important to the process.
Instructor tip. Prepare students for constructive criticism. Some students may get defensive if they believe that they are being criticized unfairly. Remind students that a Web site will not work if they are the only ones to understand it. When using the Web as a medium, students need to design from the user's perspective. Instructor tip. Ask the students serving as users to complete the survey in Appendix A immediately upon completing the previous steps to provide the most honest impression of their experience. Students may wish to remove any questions that do not apply, such as Questions 9 or 10.
8. Examine the results of your study. Based on the results, redesign and then do it all over again! These steps will be repeated until your Web site meets your standards for usability.
Instructor tip. These steps can be repeated as you see fit and as time permits. By working through these steps, the students gain a much better understanding of what it takes to publish an effective Web site from the user's perspective.
Step 3: Evaluate Web Design Guidelines
The third and final step in the assessment plan is to determine if a Web site is in compliance with established design guidelines. To avoid violating basic Web design principles, ask your user testing group to complete a Design Guidelines Checklist (Appendix B). The checklist serves as one last measure to catch any usability/design errors that were not caught in the previous two steps of the assessment plan. The checklist is based on the guidelines published by the Website Usability Evaluation of uwstout.edu (2001), Nielsen (2002), and Palmer (2002a) .
Instructor tip. Users should complete the Web design checklist immediately upon completing the previous steps to provide the most honest impression of their experience. The yes-no format makes it easy to note the user's impressions. Student designers may wish to remove items from the checklist. They can alter the checklist as they see fit, as long as they are removing only items that do not apply and not items that they just do not wish to comply with.
By working through these three steps, students gain a much better understanding of what it takes to publish an effective Web site. The learning experience is not only richer but also longer lasting than it would be if they were asked merely to read about good design techniques.
DISCUSSION
One of the objectives of anyone producing Web documents is to ensure that the information presented is communicated as intended. In the previous sections, I have presented a three-step assessment plan guaranteed to help your students become better designers and, perhaps more importantly, more critical users of online resources. By combining the three assessment approaches, designers are able to compensate for the shortcomings of any one method. When used together, they allow designers to improve the readability, usability, and design of Web sites.
For instructors, I recommend training students to use this three-step assessment plan in the classroom. If a Web site creation project is part of your course, then ask students to use the three-step assessment plan to assess the effectiveness of their own Web sites and those of the other students in the class. This process is an excellent educational tool because it trains students to consider purpose, audience, content, and organization in their design while learning from their own experience as well as the experiences of their classmates. If Web site creation is not part of your course, ask students to evaluate existing Web sites that they will be using as resources. Both approaches train students in a realworld approach to Web site testing.
APPENDIX A Usability Survey
WEBSITE:
URL: www.
Please circle the response that best reflects your opinion of the Web site you just used. 
